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Abstract 
Over the past several decades the international community has identified education and capacity building as critical 
components in helping to shift societies toward sustainable development in a global context.  However, despite calls 
for fostering curriculum design around education for sustainability, colleges and universities have been slow to 
formulate ideas and approaches to teaching.  This paper introduces a collaborative educational partnership which 
attempts to weave in the various components connected to education for sustainability. Transformative learning 
theory is used together with other frameworks to guide the program and evaluate the learning outcomes of students. 
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1. Introduction 
Over the past several decades the international community has identified education and capacity building as 
critical components in helping to shift societies toward sustainable development in a global context. Chapter 36 of 
Agenda 21, the action blueprint from the “Earth Summit” advocates these processes as being vital to enhancing 
people’s abilities to find solutions to unsustainable practices and to working together to take action towards 
achieving intergenerational equity, ecological sustainability and the fair distribution of wealth and resources 
(UNCED, 1992). Placing responsibilities on higher education, the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development (DESD) 2008-1014 states that “universities must function as places of research and learning to initiate 
(behavioral) change and impart leadership skills for sustainable development” (UNESCO, 2004, p. 3). The goal 
envisioned is to educate all students about sustainability and prepare graduates to be thoughtful citizens and leaders 
of a planet in peril.  
 
However, despite the calls for fostering curriculum design around education for sustainability, colleges and 
universities have been slow to formulate ideas and approaches to teaching. One reason may be that sustainability has 
many dimensions, and there is often growth over time in comprehending the multidisciplinary aspects of 
sustainability. And progress toward achieving the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (United Nations, 
2005) provides another perspective with respect to comprehending sustainability. For universities and colleges in 
developed countries it is important to see sustainability from the perspective of a person who is trying to sustain a 
life in a developing country. So how can universities bring about meaningful ways to educate students to become 
future catalysts for sustainable development? This paper introduces a collaborative educational partnership which 
attempts to weave in the various components connected to education for sustainability. In determining the impacts, it 
reports preliminary assessment findings from three cohorts of students participating in the program from 2009 to 
2011. 
2. Enriching the educational framework  
Like many concepts, sustainable development is nebulous and lacks explicit teaching approaches and 
learning outcomes. But as some research suggests (Orr, 1994; O’Sullivan and Taylor, 2004), if young people are to 
become future catalysts for sustainable society, they need not only knowledge-building in the traditional sense of 
education, but also Transformative Learning (TL). The point is that in order to facilitate students’ understanding of 
the world and their connection and role in it, transforming their perspectives about their relationship and role in 
making sustainability a reality, is essential. Mechanisms for facilitating TL include the following key phrases 
connected to the learning process: 1) a disorienting dilemma; 2) critical questioning and self-reflection; 3) sharing of 
one’s transformation process with others; 4) exploration of new roles and actions; 5) planning a course of action; 6) 
provisional trying of new roles; 7) building competence and self- confidence in new roles and relationships; and 7) a 
reintegration into one’s life directed by one’s new perspective (Mezirow, 2000).  
 
In terms of the actualization of sustainability, a transdisciplinary framework is important to recognize that the 
triple bottom line (environment, economic and social) provides direction towards a sustainable path of development. 
This framework is embedded in the following four pillars:    
x Learning to know - the capability of making connections, adapting to changes and knowing how to learn  
x Learning to do - framed in the idea of student-centered learning and leadership performance tasks that 
demonstrate the ability to apply knowledge in a creative way 
x Learning to live together – using the concept of collaboration on a local and global scale 
x Learning to be - the life-long journey of self-discovery as part of the process of learning  (Monk, 2011). 
It is these frameworks that the collaborative educational partnership program reported in this paper is based on.  
3. Program background 
The educational partnership program, called the Nepal Japan Project, is designed as a field study program 
based in Nepal for Japanese students studying at a private university in Japan. Initiated in 2003 and accepted as a 
two-credit course from 2005, it incorporates student-centered learning within a transdisciplinary framework to 
1246  Brenda Bushell and Masayuki Goto b / Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 29 (2011) 1244 – 1250
support the learning dimensions of Japanese students (and Nepali students) within the context of sustainable society. 
Under the program, approximately 110 Japanese students studying in various academic fields have participated in 
the program in Nepal. Among the students, 16 have participated two or more years. Similarly, 30 Nepali students 
studying in the field of Development Studies at a private college in Nepal have participated in the program in Japan. 
For the purposes of this paper, the focus will be on the program in Nepal. From 2005 to 2007, the field study 
program was focused in the Kathmandu Valley and the capital city, Kathmandu. From 2008 onwards, the program 
has also included the Chitwan district in rural Nepal. The program has three broad objectives which include: i. 
mutual learning; ii. student-centered learning; and iii. advancing sustainable mindsets and leadership practices.  
 
Developed around a dynamic learning community, the program is directed toward collaborative learning 
through research in the sectors of economy, environment, education and society (Bushell & Goto, 2006). By 
definition, a learning community is a style of learning in which the general goal is to give students opportunities to 
experience different perspectives, to develop approaches to integrating these different perspectives and, to focus on 
the strategies of connecting diverse people as well as diverse disciplines (Gabelnick et al., 1990; Shapiro & Levine, 
1999). The learning community for the field study program in Nepal includes college students and what can be 
defined as an “organic” community network (Liebler & Ferri, 2004) consisting of elementary school children and 
their teachers, various local NGOs and stakeholders, as well as community household members (Figure 1). 
         Community Network 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1  The learning community in Nepal 
 
This learning community provides both Japanese and Nepali students with a learning network and helps 
them find and create connections between what they are learning in their academic disciplines and how to apply it to 
the real world. It also facilitates students’ TL process as they try to define sustainable society and their role in a 
global context.   
 
3.1 Program approach  
 
The strength of the program is in its three-step approach: 1) pre-program preparation; 2) fieldtrip trip 
participation; and 3) post program synthesis. Students, along with professors spend approximately four months in 
the preparation phase. During this stage, new students are introduced to Nepal by student leaders from the previous 
year’s program and are required to read reports and web pages written by students from the previous year. In 
addition, Japanese and Nepali students are partnered with each other and begin to communicate through an Internet 
mailing list in order to develop the research objectives and plan. Building leadership during the preparation stage is 
crucial to the success of the program in Nepal, as students lead the research activities on the ground. Assigned to 
teams, Japanese students work with professors and the previous year’s leaders to develop the research questionnaires 
and educational activities to be carried out during the field research. They also take responsibility for arranging 
computers, video and digital cameras and other equipment to be used during the field study program.  
 
Japanese university 
students, professors 
and staff 
 
 
 
 
Nepali university 
students, professors 
and staff 
Biogas Nepal (local NGO) 
World Wildlife Fund Nepal 
Forest Community Group 
Women’s Groups 
Elementary School 
Shopkeepers 
Community households  
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During the 10-day in-country Nepal program, students carry out field study activities centered on members 
of the community network. Activities include an environment education program for elementary school children, 
gathering data on sustainable community indicators from household members and community stakeholders, making 
observations at various sites and carrying out focus group discussions. Each of the activities involves teamwork and 
leadership. To maximize the field experience, students are also required to write a daily journal, write summaries for 
posting on web pages, as well as lead and participate in evening discussions about each day’s activities. 
 
Back in Japan, the post-program synthesis consists of several reflective meetings and the writing of a field 
trip report based on their field experiences and activities. A significant part of the “synthesis” occurs when students 
chat informally among themselves and with others about their experiences. Leaders are encouraged to apply for 
conference presentations, write papers and initiate plans for hosting the Nepal students in Japan, later in the year.  
4. Evaluation and findings 
As part of the program evaluation students are given a pre and post questionnaire consisting of three 
sections. The first two sections include personal data and open-ended questions, while the third section includes 20 
statements connected to TL (personal growth) and knowledge building (intellectual growth). Evaluation in this 
section is based on a Likert-type five point continuum in which students specify their level of agreement or 
disagreement (1 = definitely no; 5 = definitely yes). Students are also asked to indicate the leadership qualities and 
strategies they believe are important for the activities they carry out during the program, and in a larger context, the 
leadership skills they believe will be essential for them as future leaders for sustainable society. Due to space 
limitations of this paper, the findings will focus on six items from the questionnaire section on “personal growth.” 
Also highlighted are the leadership qualities students believe to be important. Both connect to the aforementioned 
TL process and transdisciplinary learning. The data is taken from the pre and post questionnaires of 61 Japanese 
students who participated in the program from 2009 to 2011. Mean scores were calculated for these preliminary 
findings. 
 
Findings from the section of the questionnaire on “personal growth” show overall that students underwent 
perspective transformation over the course of the program (Figure 2). The most notable difference could be found in 
students’ self confidence, which was reflected in the statement “greater self-confidence in what I do and say.” The 
difference of 1.3 points was found between the pre and post mean scores. This finding may lead us to believe that 
the experience of the program and the relationships, roles and responsibilities they encountered may have helped to 
build their confidence level.  
 
 
Figure 2 Personal growth reflected by Japanese students 
 
The next notable difference could be recognized for item 15, which concerns the students’ motivation to 
take action for sustainable society. An increase of 1 point in the mean score between the pre and post questionnaire 
indicates a positive shift in their behavior. And although less significant, a similar positive shift of 0.8 between the 
1248  Brenda Bushell and Masayuki Goto b / Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 29 (2011) 1244 – 1250
pre and post questionnaire was found for item 16, “Believe I have responsibility for sustainable society.”  
Considering these three findings we may associate a link between students’ self-confidence and their understanding 
of the new roles and responsibilities they are mindful of for achieving sustainable society.   
 
Of less significance was an increase of 0.7 points between the pre and post questionnaire item, “Develop 
coping ability in new situations.” The experience of learning and working in a new and very different cultural 
environment with a Nepali partner most likely tested their coping abilities. However, this experience appears to have 
enhanced students’ self-confidence and helped them to develop strategies for coping with the unknown. Finally, 
differences between the pre and post questionnaire items, “Developing future direction for myself” and “Developing 
a sense of who I am” had minimal, but positive shifts of 0.5 points and 0.17 points respectively. Assessing the 
findings overall, one student put it succinctly in her journal reflection, “This program changed my thinking about 
how different the world is, about what I want to do for making a sustainable society and what I can do, in my 
future.”   
 
The program also aims at building leadership. The leadership items were adapted from a leadership 
assessment for students at Johns Hopkins University (Thompson, 2006). Students were asked to indicate their 
agreement or disagreement for 12 leadership qualities on the basis of what they believed to be important for carrying 
out responsibilities during the program. Of these 12 qualities, nine were found to have a mean score of 4 and above 
(Figure 3). The qualities of “confidence” with a mean score of 4.8 and “trust” with a mean score of 4.72, followed 
by “cooperation” and “communication” with mean scores of 4.62 and 4.61 respectively, were deemed most 
important by students. As the program places emphasis on student-led research activities, students realized the 
importance of self-confidence and the need for a sense of trust in one another. Two other significant qualities 
students identified were “friendliness” and “respect for others,” both with mean scores of 4.4. As the success of the 
research activities depends on students’ collaboration and teamwork, they came to understand the need for friendly 
relations and respect for one another, including respecting each other’s ideas and opinions. Together, all these 
qualities reflect essential keys for effective leadership (Rowe, 2007).
 

Figure 3 Leadership qualities perceived important by Japanese students   
 
Conclusion 
 
While education for sustainability can be included in many classes, there is also a need to develop 
alternative learning approaches which offer students opportunities to reflect on their personal values, behaviors and 
visions for their role in reshaping society for sustainability. Through the educational approach described in this 
paper, students from different academic disciplines as well as from different cultural and economic backgrounds 
were joined together to research sustainable development from multiple sectors and disciplines with the common 
goal of advancing sustainable mindsets and leadership practices. Preliminary findings from the student evaluations 
reveal that students had positive experiences. They developed a richer understanding of themselves and gained 
confidence in taking action for sustainable society.  
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While it is clear that the study program in and of itself is not enough to foster students’ transformative 
learning, the program may play an important role in helping trigger a transformation, and or moving along a 
previously started transformation. To more clearly identify the elements of the program that most support students’ 
learning and behavior the questionnaire items need to be more fully developed. Comparison findings between 
Japanese students and Nepali students will also provide valuable information for future program development. 
Another recommendation would be to interview participants before, during and after the program regarding their 
beliefs, behaviors, awareness verification and support, and etc., to more accurately determine the transformation 
process. Finally, the “after program” environment is important to continue the transformation process particularly 
exploring ways to build on their personal growth and to put into practice the leadership skills and strategies focusing 
on sustainable development in their own society.  
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